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Recently, the discovery of seven Earth-size planets that could contain water was
announced. The system, called the TRAPPIST-1, contains a group of planets orbiting an
ultra-cool dwarf star. Therefore, planets very close to the “ultra-cool” dwarf star can
hold liquid water, unlike our own solar system. Scientists are excited with this discovery
because, based upon our knowledge from Earth, the existence of water is a precursor to
the potential for life.
These seven planets
are also the closest
exoplanets (planets
not within our solar
system) that may
have water, at only 40
light years away from
Earth. Meaning that if
you were traveling at
the speed of light it
would take 40 years to
reach the planets. This
neighboring system can be understood by astronomers with the use of the Spitzer
Space Telescope. Based upon the results taken from Spitzer and ground telescopes,
scientists determined the duration of a planet’s orbit around the star, number of
orbiting planets, distance of the planet to the star, approximate size of the planet, and
the planets’ composition. Further studies will be conducted to determine the
habitability of the planet and determine which substances could be found on the
planet.
Finding a potential for life in planets that do not orbit a star like the sun broadens the
possibilities of where to search for life; scientists have previously focused on planets
that were Earth-like (i.e. orbiting a star of similar size to the sun within a distance
possible for liquid water to exist). Furthermore, these aren’t the first potentially
habitable exoplanets discovered, nor will they be the last. The Planetary Habitability
Laboratory at the University of Puerto Rice at Arecibo maintains a list of potentially

habitable planets (http://phl.upr.edu/projects/habitable-exoplanets-catalog). Arguably,
the most intriguing question is “What will happen if we find intelligent life on these
planets that are only 40 light years away?”
More information on the TRAPPIST-1 system can be found
at: https://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-telescope-reveals-largest-batch-of-earthsize-habitable-zone-planets-around
The original research can be accessed
at: http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v542/n7642/full/nature21360.html
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